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Charles's reign the Estates assembled more than fifty times. The
power of the Estates often hampered warfare, and the Emperor
could not rely on the participation of all his countries in a war
against aggression. In France, during the long reign of Francis I,
who was Charles's rival, the Estates were not assembled on a
single occasion. Besides enjoying their autonomy, the peoples
of the Empire had also economic advantages through their
adhesion to the Empire. Charles was in favour of freer trade
within the Empire, and of giving all its members access to the
Spanish dominions beyond the Ocean. This, however, was
strongly opposed by the Spaniards. Nevertheless, both Belgian
and German trade profited much in this respect. An important
guarantee of the unity of the Empire, furthermore, was seen in
the unity of religion. Charles made great efforts to prevent the
disruption of religious unity by a reform of the Church and by
bringing about a compromise between the contending parties.
This was frustrated by the intransigence of both sides, and largely
also through the fact that the Popes feared the political pre-.
dominance of a Catholic Emperor much more than the danger
to the Church of Protestantism. The Popes, therefore, were
often allied with all the enemies of the Emperor, even with the
Protestants and the Turks.
The most implacable enemy of the Empire, however, was the
French king Francis I who had attempted to become Emperor
himself and had failed. The French king and his statesmen
regarded the power of the Emperor as an intolerable barrier to
French expansion in Italy and the Low Countries, and even as
a threat to their security as France, indeed, was encircled by the
dominions of the Emperor. The countries of Lothar's Middle
Empire, the Burgundian and Italian lands, became for centuries
the battlefield for the rivalry of France, Spain and Austria, and
England too became involved in these wars.
Louis XIV shared the view that the Crown of Charlemagne
rightfully belonged to the French dynasty and this ambition was
the backbone of French national ideology.1 He seemed destined
to found a French Empire dominating the whole of Europe and
much more powerful than that of Charles V. In this he failed
through the joint resistance ,of England and Austria, and the
long struggle over the Spanish Succession ended in a partition of
the Spanish Empire between the Bourbon and Habsburg dynasties.
1 Cf. Louis XIV, CBuvres, 1806, vol. i,rp. 71 f. After the acquisition of the Spanish
Crown Louis XIV declared that the French and the Spaniards were now united to
such a degree that henceforward they formed but one nation.